tions, what insights can we glean
about democracy by answering
them? While the students addressed
some of these questions, they had
too little time to address others. The
time limits that we faced always
loomed rather large, making it more
likely that we would shunt the design
and process evaluations aside in the
interests of squeezing in another
model of democracy or another stu-
dent presentation. This suggests that
the course would work better as a
two-semester offering.

Finally, this and other courses
need not be democratized as com-
pletely as I did in this experiment.
Educational practices can be partly
democratized, consonant with time
constraints, the subject matter, and
the level of willingness and prepara-
tion of students. While it is clear
that students in this course were
both willing and able to shoulder
more responsibility for their own
learning, the shift from my shoulders
to theirs need not be as extensive as
it was in this course.

Notes

1. I would like to thank the students and
colleagues who participated in and critically
evaluated this experiment in democratic edu-
cation for their commitment, enthusiasm, pa-
tience, good humor, creativity, and critical
commentary on the course.

2. See Paolo Freire (1990). Alternatively,
John Dewey used the metaphors of student-
as-cistern into which the instructor pours
knowledge; student-as-blank phonograph onto
which the instructor etches knowledge; and
student-as-sponge who soaks up the knowl-
edge provided by the instructor (see Boydston
1990).

3. In order to jumpstart the course, I ordered
three books before the semester. These were
David Held, Models of Democracy (1987); Paolo
Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1990); and
C. B. Macpherson, The Life and Times of Lib-
eral Democracy (1977). I also assigned John
Dewey’s essay entitled “The Need for a Philoso-
phy of Education” (1934).

4. It is possible that the students who re-
sponded incorrectly to these questions did so
not because they misunderstood the points
but because, for ideological or other reasons,
they simply refused to accept them as valid.
Most of these students were reared in ideo-
logically conservative and libertarian Orange
County, and at least some tend to embrace
their political beliefs rather uncritically.

Teaching Iran-Contra: Further Reflections

Ronald H. Chilcote, University of California—Riverside

My brief essay departs from the
useful discussion by John Scott
Masker on his experience teaching
the Iran-Contra affair which ap-
peared in PS (1996, 701-03). Masker
incorporated a six-week unit in a
semester course on U.S. foreign pol-
icy, whereas I have incorporated the
Iran-Contra scandal into both quar-
ter and semester courses on the U.S.
and Latin American relations. Thus,
there are similarities and differences
in our approaches to this theme.
Our approaches run somewhat
parallel in our recognition of the
significance of the scandal for study-
ing, understanding, and gaining in-
sights into the formulation, manipu-
lation, and practice of U.S. foreign
policy along with permitting discus-
sion of presidential leadership styles,
congressional inquiry, congressional-
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executive tensions, bureaucratic poli-
tics, and public reaction and opinion.
We agree that testimonials and
memoirs by many of the principal
participants in the affair constitute
an extraordinary source of material,
and we have had to refine the mass
of information on the subject in or-
der to facilitate and motivate stu-
dents in the busy task of making
sense of the mostly covert activities.
We also have grappled with how to
involve students in serious thinking
about implications and moving to-
ward some analysis of the complex
case. Our classroom experiences
have led us away from standard lec-
ture and discussion formats and to-
ward a pedagogy that emphasizes
frequent writing tasks, student
choice in readings, video tapes of
the congressional hearings, and
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group discussion and problem-solv-
ing with frequent shifting between
full class and small group activity. In
short, our methods include case
study, student-centered cooperative
learning, and individual writing on
many tasks. Whatever our relative
successes in the classroom, I suspect
that Masker would agree with my
emphasis on encouraging basic skills
such as writing, articulate speaking,
synthesizing diverse material, critical
thinking, and analyzing.

Our differences in approach are
both substantive and pedagogical. 1
build the Iran-Contra case out of a
general overview to U.S. foreign pol-
icy in Latin America, beginning with
the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, touch-
ing upon Manifest Destiny during
the 19th century, and progressing
through the Good Neighbor Policy
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under Franklin Delano Roosevelt up
to the Cold War period. This sets a
context in which to examine hun-
dreds of cases of U.S. intervention,
mostly in the Caribbean, Central
America, and Mexico, but in particu-
lar post-World War 11 cases of for-
eign involvement and domestic re-
sponse in the Panama Canal Zone
(1903-1978), Guatemala (1954),
Cuba (1961 and 1962), Brazil (1964),
Dominican Republic (1965), Chile
(1973), Falklands-Malvinas (1982),
Grenada (1983), and Panama (1989).
Three types of intervention are em-
phasized: overt, such as in the Do-
minican Republic and Panama; co-
vert, as in Guatemala and Chile; and
corporate, conspicuous examples
being United Fruit Company in
Guatemala, Hanna Mining in Brazil,
and Anaconda and Kennecott in
Chile.

A Latin American perspective on
this history of intervention can be
gleaned from Arévalo (1961) and
Galeano (1973); contrasting debate
in Fagen and Cotler (1974); and crit-
ical overviews in Burbach and Flynn
(1983), Landau (1988) and Pearce
(1981). A particular challenge is un-
covering covert activities in the area,
but students quickly grasp them
through autobiographical exposés by
former Central Intelligence Agency
operatives such as Agee (1975),
Marchetti and Marks (1980); while
journalistic accounts are in Blum
(1986), Wise (1992), and Woodward
(1987); and academic analyzes by
Chomsky (1988), Berman and Halp-
erin, eds. (1975), Klare and Korn-
bluh (1988), and Treverton (1987)
are instructive. The issue of drugs
has particular relevance to the covert
actions, as emphasized in McCoy
(1990) and brought out in 1987 and
1988 in hearings led by Senator John
Kerry and his Senate Subcommittee
on Narcotics, Terror, and Interna-
tional Relations.

The Iran-Contra case must be
studied in light of the general crisis
in Central America and the continu-
ing U.S. presence in the area after
the Sandinista revolutionaries came
to power in 1979. This crisis is de-
picted in Chomsky (1988), Drisken,
ed. (1983), and McClintock (1985).
The major memoirs of participants
in Iran-Contra identified by Masker
could be supplemented by the testi-

516

mony before the congressional pan-
els (U.S. House, 1987) and writings
by Oliver North (1987, 1991), along
with Bradlee, Jr's (1985) portrayal of
North’s rise and fall. Congressional
testimony is available in audio and
video format, although my own ef-
fort involved taping the hearings and
preparing an index of their content.
The 43 video tapes, comprising more
than 200 hours of testimony, and the
index are archived in the media li-
brary at the University of California-
Riverside, and are available for re-
search by students. My personal
archive also contains close to a hun-
dred documentary video tapes of
various cases of intervention, the
majority on Central America and
Iran-Contra; these tapes are inter-
spersed throughout my course. An-
other major resource available to
students through the UC-Riverside
library is my ten-volume archive of
the major newspaper clippings
about Iran-Contra, compiled prin-
cipally from the Los Angeles Times
and the New York Times during the
period 1983 to present. One of the
volumes comprises special topic
analysis in periodicals such as The
Nation, New Republic, Mother
Jones, and Z Magazine. Another
volume focuses on news analysis of
congressional aid to the contras,
while a third looks at the role of
drug trafficking and funding of
clandestine activities in Central
America. A summary of events is
in National Security Archive (1987)
and the Facts on File chronology
organized by Trager (1988).

The Iran-Contra case can be stud-
ied from many angles and sources
not mentioned or elaborated by
Tasker, who emphasizes conservative
and moderate perspectives. I encour-
age students to explore all perspec-
tives and to prepare term papers on
the Iran-Contra case. Their focus
might be on the workings of the Na-
tional Security Council, the private-
government operations, congres-
sional infighting, the Iranian hostage
situation and its impact on the
Carter and Reagan presidencies, or
U.S. covert and direct support for
the counterrevolutionaries opposed
to the Sandinistas and such activi-
ties’ impact on internal Nicaraguan
politics. Students might be drawn in
and enticed by the many liberal-pro-
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gressive and leftist analyses and in-
terpretations of the contra war and
clandestine U.S. activities, such as
Emerson (1988), Gutman (1988),
Graubard (1992), Kornbluh and By-
rne, eds. (1993), Marshall, Scott, and
Hunter (1987), or Parry and Korn-
bluh (1988). An assassination at-
tempt against contra leader Eden
Pastora resulted in the death and
injury of several journalists, prompt-
ing the Christic Institute to allege a
conspiracy in a lawsuit filed against
the federal government. Moyers
(1988) characterized this incident as
a constitutional crisis provoked by “a
secret government.” Investigations
into such incidents brought new de-
tails to the surface (see Avigan and
Honey 1987; Sheehan 1987; Sheehan
and Ortega 1987; and Siegel 1988).
The Iranian connection is brought
out in Segev (1988), while Sick
(1992) and Waas and Unger (1992)
deal with the “October Surprise”
involving George Bush and CIA
director William Casey in the years
of the Regan administration, and
Mayer and McManus (1988) ex-
pose the “unmaking” of the Re-
agan Presidency.

I encourage students to research
deeply into a topic of their choice,
to find positions on the perplexing
issues, and to back those positions
up with reference to the wealth of
information available. The emphasis
on seeking a critical stance helps
students realize that all questions
raised by the Iran-Contra events
have not been answered and that
there is much to do. While exposure
to the lies and deceit, the secret
dealings and covert activities, and
political influences, so conspicuous
in this case study, may lead to dis-
may and even disillusionment about
American politics and practices, in
the long run, I believe it also builds
student confidence, strengthens indi-
vidual judgment and conviction,
leads to critical thinking, and shows
students way of transcending com-
plex politics and eventually gaining a
true understanding of the nature of
American democracy.

PS: Political Science & Politics
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